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Abstract
Songket is a traditional cultural heritage and national iden-
tity of Malaysia. Yet the hand-weaving practices are in-
creasingly endangered. We know little about the current
challenges faced by rural songket weavers. This paper re-
ports on interviews with 12 home-based weavers from four
Malay villages. We recognized two key actors in songket
supply and demand chain: weaver and middleman, and
outlined the motivations and challenges of three different
types of weavers, alongside the multiple roles played by
the middleman. We concluded with three design implica-
tions supporting songket cultural heritage preservation and
weavers’ economic empowerment.
Author Keywords
Cultural Heritage Preservation; ICTD; Infrastructure; Handi-
craft.
ACM Classification Keywords
H.5.m [Information interfaces and presentation (e.g., HCI)]:
Miscellaneous.
Introduction
Songket weaving is a Southeast Asian craft [14] practised
by women for more than two centuries. The traditional prac-
tice of songket weaving, a hallmark of Malay cultural her-
itage, has been passed down through oral tradition in fa-
milial context, and has provided the main source of income
to many women in rural areas [9]. As most Malay people
continue to wear clothes made of songket fabric (Figure 1.
Note: all photos in Figure 1-5 are credited by third author)
during special occasions, such as wedding ceremony, re-
ligious festival, social and national functions [9, 14], and
the fabric is under much demand. However, the traditional
songket weaving skills are increasingly endangered due to
rapid economic development of factory-based weaving. The
industrial textiles utilize jacquard loom with punch card [2],
for mass production. The intense manual labor of home-
based songket handweaving on handlooms (see Figure 2
- 4), and its limited income is providing less incentive for
the younger generations to inherit these skills [9]. A few
homegrown songket weavers have also started to adopt
computer-aided technology for songket design, such as Mi-
crosoft Paint [14].
The limited scholarly work exploring this weaving practice
has identified the critical role of middleman in songket pro-
duction hierarchy more than two decades ago [8]. How-
ever, we know little about the current challenges of Malay
songket weavers in rural areas. This paper reports inter-
views with 12 women to identify such challenges and de-
sign opportunities for supporting the preservation of cultural
heritage and the improvement of weavers’ income genera-
tion.
Related Work
Figure 1: A songket fabric.
Figure 2: A home-based weaver is
weaving songket on a handloom.
Figure 3: Partially completed
songket on a handloom.
This paper draws from HCI work on the digital craft [13],
cultural heritage, and HCI in developing context (HCID) [6].
A growing body of work has examined the digital innova-
tion within traditional handicraft. For example, Rosner and
Ryokai [11] proposes a system allowing users to record
messages during the knitting process for sharing stories
and memories; same as personal items such as jewelry [1]
and photo album [15]. Golsteijn and colleagues [3] pro-
posed the concept of hybrid crafting which integrates the
physical craft practice with digital components.
Another strand of HCI work has explored digital technology
to access and store tangible and intangible cultural her-
itage [4], particularly in interactive museums [10], for richer
user engagement. Other researchers argued for increas-
ing cultural identity and value [4, 16]. For example, Tan and
Blevis prototyped a system to assist villagers to build pride
in cultural craft by integrating a map with QR narratives of
craft [16].
Much HCI work in the developing contexts has focused on
culture preservation [16], local infrastructure [7], or woman
economic empowerment [5] in rural areas. A recent study
focused on the emerging infrastructure of an online clothing
selling shop in rural Cambodia integrating Facebook, mobile
phones, paper invoices, maps, and a delivery system [7].
We also acknowledge the importance of understanding
the existing sociotechnical context and infrastructure that
could help us design for more fair and empowering songket
weaving practices and marketplaces in rural Malaysia. Al-
though the Malay government has taken active actions
in revitalizing this cultural heritage [8], through the pro-
grams of training and support, the majority of home-based
weavers have limited benefits, while older and traditional
artisans are usually marginalized [8]. One such initiative is
the 1Nita Portal [5], providing an online platform for women
entrepreneurs to grow their businesses.
Methods
The study consisted of contextual semi-structured inter-
views with 12 weavers in their homes in rural Malaysia.
Participants were recruited from four villages in Tereng-
ganu where finer workmanship and authentic songket ex-
ist [9], and with help from a local NGO championing the
wellbeing of women and their economic roles. We asked
the questions about the motivations and the process of
songket production, material supplying and songket dis-
tribution, songket authentication and what benefits they get
from songket weaving.
Figure 4: A bulky songket
handloom is usually placed at
weaver’s home.
Figure 5: A entrepreneurial weaver
shows her songket fabrics at her
home which is also her workshop.
Figure 6: The stakeholders on
Malaysian Songket market.
All participants are women, between 34 and 80 years old,
and educated at middle or high school. They are house-
wives with no additional income other than from songket
weaving at home on handloom (Figure 4). The interviews
lasted around two hours in Malay and were audio-recorded,
and fully transcribed and translated into English. Partici-
pants were rewarded RM20 (Malaysian Ringgit) for their
time.
Findings & Discussions
Two key actors in songket supply and demand chain are
recognized from interviews: weaver and middleman. Find-
ings indicate the motivations and challenges of weavers,
different types of weavers and their activities, as well as
middlemen’s roles.
Motivations for Songket Weaving
It is indicated that weavers appreciate the financial benefits
of songket weaving allowing them to improve the quality of
life or to support their children’s education.
Types of Weavers
A novel outcome is the different types of weavers: end
weaver (9), commission weaver (2), and entrepreneurial
weaver (1) (Figure 6). Findings suggest that most home-
based end weavers have no end customers, relying exclu-
sively on the middleman for songket orders. End weavers
just sell their low-cost labor to middlemen and get paid on a
piece basis after completion. Thus, end weavers can earn
more by increasing the efficiency and volume of their work.
A few end weavers (2) have had occasional direct cus-
tomers, usually friends or people recommended by family
and friends: “Once in a while, there are people who come
to my house and asked to buy songket directly from me.
But it does not always happen” [P6]. However, such or-
ders are placed once or twice per year prior to special oc-
casions such as Hari Raya celebration [P12] or wedding
ceremonies. As weavers are getting old, they only work for
the middleman to avoid the additional stress of reaching
customers.
The commission weavers work on commissions taking bulk
order from the middleman and allocating it to her network
of end weavers, usually family and friends within the vil-
lage. Interestingly, this type of weavers also has their own
end customers. Besides receiving customers’ orders in the
same way of the end weavers, the commission weavers
also initiate “marketing product to customers in city or town
and local people” [P8].
The entrepreneurial weaver identified in our findings em-
ploys 20 weavers working in a workshop equipped with
handlooms. She bears the responsibility of buying mate-
rials in bulk usually from China. As such materials are ex-
pensive, the avenue of shared purchases is emerging: “for
the special materials like the expensive gold threads, my
friend [entrepreneurial weaver] buys in bulk. She asked
me to join and share the capital so we can buy in bigger
bulk, but I cannot afford. A spool of thread costs RM100, it
is expensive” [P12]. Entrepreneurial weavers also need to
find customers and to market handmade songkets, usually
through word-of-mouth and digital technology: “I can use
the website or social media to market products now” [P9].
This indicates the willingness to adopt appropriate novel
technologies for economic empowerment.
Findings also indicate the motivation for entrepreneurial ini-
tiatives, and the progression of such effort from end weaver
to commission weaver and ultimately entrepreneurial weaver.
Multiple Functions of Middleman
Another important outcome is the different functions played
by the middleman. While previous work has shown the
emergence of middleman in songket production and trade
from the mid-1980s [8], our findings show that they continue
to hold a central role in bridging weavers and customers
on songket market (Figure 6). In particular, a novel out-
come is that the middlemen play a range of critical roles
both for weavers, i.e., maintaining a network of weavers,
buying materials in bulk and delivering them to weavers,
collecting songket fabrics from weavers’ homes and paying
them, monitoring the quality of weavers’ work and market-
ing songket; as well as for end customers, i.e., finding and
building customer base, negotiating songket design and
price with customers, delivering songket and receiving pay-
ment, and providing customer service.
Weaver’s Challenges
An important challenge faced mostly by end weavers is ac-
cessing customers. Indeed, home-based weavers found
it is hard to get direct customers, as customers usually
tend to know the seller or middleman rather than maker
of songket: “normally people will go straight to famous sell-
ers who sell at a very high price but people still buy ” [P12].
Getting customers requires communicating with the world
outside the village, either physically or digitally. However,
many home-based weavers have limited mobility: “I cannot
work far from home because I am a single mother and have
to manage my kids at the same time” [P3]P.
Another challenge is the power asymmetry between middle-
man and weaver. The vulnerability of home-based weavers
as largely unrecognized and low-paid workers has also
been previously suggested [8]: “now weavers get a very
small amount of money. The selling price is RM1000-2000
per piece, which takes 30-45 days to finish at a normal
speed. After deducting the cost of materials, I get RM100
(24.5 US dollars) only. So my profit is very small” [P12].
This situation may be because weavers have no other
choice: the middleman usually has the monopoly of deliv-
ering songket orders to a village, and the weavers find it dif-
ficult to overcome the mobility challenge related to house-
hold chores and family care. In addition, end weavers also
face financial challenges as they cannot afford to buy ex-
pensive threads of gold or silk in bulk. Thus they depend
heavily on the middlemen for providing these materials in
credit.
Another challenge regards the customization of songket
design. Although the traditional songket design is often ac-
cepted as such, an emerging trend indicates customer’s
interest in personalizing it with contemporary patterns which
come with a higher songket price [P12]. Findings indicate
that songket design is customized with limited input from
end weavers, with the middleman negotiating design di-
rectly with customers and passing customer’s requirements
to the weaver. Such requirements usually include the spe-
cific choice of colors and patterns. Despite the higher in-
come from customized songket, few weavers engage in
the design of songket patterns, because they lack the skills
needed for contemporary designs.
Finally, the fourth identified challenge relates to the protec-
tion of the authenticity of songket design. Songket weavers
develop the tacit knowledge of traditional songket patterns
as confirmed by previous findings on geography-based pat-
tern uniqueness [8]: “all weavers know the design by mem-
orizing effortlessly because we do it everyday ” [P5], and
“every piece made in this village is surely authentic” [P4].
While end weavers have no concern with the issue of de-
sign protection, those who do engage in novel design such
as the entrepreneurial weaver have an awareness of this is-
sue: “after the design paper is used, it must be destroyed to
preserve its uniqueness” [P9]. These findings suggest that
although authenticity is prized, weavers lack tools to docu-
ment it and ultimately use it to better market their songket.
Implications for Design
These findings led to three design implications for preserv-
ing songket cultural heritage by strengthening weavers’
economic empowerment. These include novel tools sup-
porting weavers’ online presence and access to songket
supply and demand chain, new tools for songket authenti-
cation, together with an awareness of the disruptive impact
of these technologies on middleman whose multiple roles
need to be either physically or digitally provided.
Accessible Tools for Weavers’ Online Presence and Access to
Songket Supply and Demand Chain
Songket weavers and end customers are often invisible
to each other. End weavers only play the role of producer,
with limited awareness of the supply and distribution chain.
Although weavers have initiatives to enlarge their business,
they have mobility constraints having to work from home.
This opens the design opportunities for novel tools requiring
limited digital literacy [12] for empowering weavers through
online presence to showcase their craft for reaching new
customers. Such tools could also support weavers’ access
to supply chain so that they can collaboratively purchase
affordable materials in bulk promoting a co-operative model
for community-based enterprise in this developing context.
Songket Authentication Tool
Despite the increasing adoption of songket mass-production,
the traditional manual labor of songket weaving has its own
market and growing demand, particularly for customized
contemporary design. One can think of novel tools such as
block-chain technology smoothly integrated into weaving
practices to capture the authenticity of handwoven songket,
in terms of material qualities and sources, and the genuine
hand-weaving process.
Digital Middleman Platform
Findings suggest that the middleman plays multiple roles on
songket market and benefits from the considerable share of
the selling price. However, if we design technologies to sup-
port wavers circumventing the power of middleman for their
own economic empowerment, such technologies should
support and arguably extend the range of functions cur-
rently provided by the middleman, including for example,
the co-design function between customers and weavers.
Thus, the disruptive effect of such technology should be
also considered alongside with support from the govern-
ment. This case also opens HCI attention to community-
based research.
Conclusions
This fieldwork explores the practice of home-based songket
weaving in rural Malaysia. We report on interviews with 12
weavers from four villages in Terengganu. Findings indi-
cate different types of weavers and their motivations and
challenges, together with the multiple roles played by the
middleman. We proposed three design implications for sup-
porting cultural heritage preservation and rural women’s
economic empowerment.
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